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In North Dakota, annual blackbird damage to sunflower ranges from $5-10 million. Blackbird
damage to ripening sunflower has forced some growers to plant alternative crops. From 2004 to
2006, USDA-Wildlife Services cost-shared Wildlife Conservation Sunflower Plots (WCSP) with
sunflower growers. The objective of the WCSP was to provide blackbirds an attractive nearby
alternative food source to reduce damage to commercial fields. A secondary benefit of WCSP
was to provide a safe-haven for other wildlife that frequently use shelterbelts and wetlands along
the edges of sunflower fields. In 2004 (n=13), 2005 (n=21), and 2006 (n=25), sunflower damage
in the WCSP' s was 39%, 32%, and 60%, respectively. Damage in nearby commercial fields was
5% in 2004, 4% in 2005, and 18% in 2006. 1n 2006, dry conditions may have concentrated
blackbirds into bigger roosts in the larger and deeper wetlands, contributing to higher levels of
sunflower damage compared to 2004 and 2005. Lower levels of damage in 2004 and 2005 may
have been caused by the greater availability of wetlands, which dispersed the flocks. We believe
that avian use of WCSP was influenced by the nearness of shelterbelts, cattail-dominated
wetlands, and contiguous blocks of commercial sunflower. We speculate that WCSP can reduce
bird damage in nearby commercial fields. Based on these data, additional large-scale field tests
appear to be warranted.



